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Yasen Kanna, background

This writing of Hakuin is truly coming from deep 
compassion. We already have done the introduction to 
the Yasen Kanna. And this time before we will go into 
the main section, we will look at Hakuin’s background.

The Buddha taught throw it away, throw it away, throw 
it away, and going forward in one straight line to realize 
the truth.  Birth, sickness, old-age, death - the source 
of all human suffering. The Buddha said these four are 
natural human experience, do not get caught on these, 
rather realize that all humans experience these four 
sufferings. The Buddha taught that all human beings 
have this great insecurity and we have to make the 
source of that confusion clear. 

So how do we resolve this suffering and confusion? 
Moving in one straight line he threw away all his good 
fortune and went deep into the mountains. Finally 
the Buddha met  two teachers, Alara and Udaka, both 
famous hermits, and he asked them about a path which 
would take him away from all suffering. They said 
their path was to not think about anything at all and 
to not think about not thinking about anything at all. 
They said this is the way to liberate ourselves from this 
deepest suffering.

Our circumstances in life are full of all kinds of 
suffering; seeing someone we don’t like, separating from 
someone we love, seeking and never realizing, a painful 
physical body - for liberating us from such suffering the 
two hermits said we have to not think and not think of 
thinking.

But the Buddha was not convinced by what they 
said. His way of thinking was not that elementary. He 
was burning with a great desire to liberate all beings 
from suffering. When he heard what they said he 
went one step deeper. He said the state of mind of not 
thinking of anything at all is truly serene and it is a very 
safe secure world, but for revitalizing all humankind, 
this ego and these thoughts are they there or not? If 
they are real then to simply negate them is just doing 
something for our own personal happiness and not for 
all of society and without fail at some time there will be 
great suffering coming forth.

If there is no ego how do we keep ourselves alive? 
Doesn’t everyone have this ego and how will they get 
rid of it? If we do learn to stop thinking and not even 
think about not thinking then what about that ego, and 
what about that society in which we live? Without fail 
there will come a time, when we will have to encounter 
this pain and suffering. If we have no suffering, if we 
have no ego, then how will we revitalize society? 

Right up to today, living with desires and thoughts and 
egoistic ideas we have brought about great technological 
progress? If we don’t have any egoistic thinking how 
we live in such a society. On questions such as these 
the teaching of two hermits was silent. While these two 
hermits knew and understood about how to solve one’s 
own pain they did not know how to solve the pain of 
society.

So the Buddha saw that there was no one he could 
go to to be his teacher. He was wondering what is it 
that we can do from ourselves to liberate society and 
revitalize it? The Buddha knew that he could only 
depend on his own efforts to open a path. For six 
years he practiced severe ascetic training to pierce this 
question. He probably realized the highest state of mind 
going beyond even not thinking of not thinking. Is 
there an ego? What is it that is alive? What is it that 
will revitalize society? Always he had these great deep 
doubts and with these doubts he continued his deep 
meditation.

To not think about anything, and to not even think 
about not thinking of anything. With these deep states 
of mind, we lose track of our physical body, we let go of 
our dualistic thinking. Without doing zazen we cannot 
enter this depth of mind. This is what the Buddha was 
teaching. However if we rest on this state of mind and 
only seek our own happiness, and stay there with only 
our own security, then no matter how peaceful, quiet 
and serene we may be, this is only a state of mind of 
ignoring society and protecting ourselves. Worse, it 
even becomes a self-deception, and a turning away 
from other people. This is what the Buddha had to find 
out. It was his deepest wish to find that liberation of all 
people and this is the truth of the Buddha Dharma.

He went through six years of ascetic training and later 
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when he became that shining Morning Star - that which 
he had thrown away, that state of mind of not thinking 
and not even thinking of not thinking, where there was 
not even one mind moment of any thing else coming in 
- it was the Buddha who was shining there. And it was 
in this moment to his great wonder and amazement, 
that he realized the true source of all beings.

This is something which has to be each and every 
person’s own experience. The Buddha taught of this 
experience again and again, but he never taught what 
that state of mind was. He only taught how to get to the 
realization of that state of mind. Prior to the Buddha’s 
experience when he saw the Morning Star, he realized 
a serene state of mind where ego entered. This purified 
state of mind, where there is no “being played around 
with”,  no extraneous thoughts and ideas of society, 
from there he was liberated. A state of mind where 
there was no obstruction was the state of mind which 
saw the Morning Star. His true clear original mind was 
deeply touched and that world of confirmation which 
extended every direction infinitely, without any small 
self insertable anywhere was the state of mind that he 
awakened.

The Buddha with this fresh and newly realized 
state of mind was deeply amazed and the Buddha’s 
awareness was totally purified. There was no ‘me’ 
seeing a something, there was no ‘I’ seeing. It is of 
no importance whatsoever whether it was a star or 
whatever else it was that he saw; what was important 
was that a whole new world had just been born.

There was no Buddha who was seeing, there was no 
mental understanding of what had been seen, it was 
only that very shining. There was no seen, no boundary, 
no barrier. A whole new awareness was manifested and 
came forth. Each and every person’s existence, each and 
every person’s being, was manifested right there. The 
mountains came forth, the rivers came forth, the stars 
came forth, the flowers bloomed, the birds sang, right 
there all the ten thousand things came forth. There 
was no mental understanding or imagination involved. 
Right now at this very moment born completely new 
and fresh, this is the great amazement and wonder to 
which he or weakened.

The Buddha could not just sit still with this great 
amazement and deep astonishment. This great 
amazement, over and over he returned to his objective 
state of mind and there he realized that fresh self 
which was seeing was not the ego. This was a shining, 
illuminated self. There was no longer any division 
between self and other. This was the truth. Every single 
person if they let go of their small position, when they 
become this new awakened awareness, and confirm 
everything in this whole world, this will happen to each 
and every single person and this is the origin of the 
Buddha Dharma.

This is why Dogen Zenji has said: 

To study the Way is to study the self,

To study the self is to forget the self,

To forget the self is to be enlightened by all things,

To be enlightened by all things is to remove the barrier 
between self and other.

if we want to learn the way of the Buddha, we have 
to learn ourselves. We want to learn ourself, we have 
to forget ourself completely. For six years the Buddha 
worked at forgetting his small self; letting go of his 
small self completely. 

Because we cannot let go of that ego, we are always 
bringing in our own position, a dualistic version from 
our egoistic point of view, and that small self has to be 
let go of completely once, we must set our goal to cut 
our awareness from its very base, right at its root. 

And then for the first time we realize this place where 
we are no longer in a dualistic perception, instead we 
are seeing from that true source of the whole universe. 
Our awareness is in great amazement and wonder. This 
is the truth of the Buddha Dharma.

For the Buddha who was deeply awakened, who was the 
first person to know this way to realization it is called 
the Buddha Dharma. But all of the patriarchs from then 
on all realized and received his truth, each and every 
person’s true deep experience has been manifested and 
proven.

If each and every person lets go of their own small self, 
then we realize what is uniting all beings and can realize 
a place of truth. Here we can know that state of mind; 
that activity of awareness; that new fresh consciousness. 
if we dig inside ourselves to this place then we can 
see how there are no boundaries or separations in this 
world - how all beings are one. We become able to 
see and function from this way of seeing - this great 
seeing eye. As Dogen has said, if we let go of our self 
completely then all things will confirm us to ourselves. 
There is no difference between self and other and we 
drop away any sense of separation. At that time, the 
whole world and all of humankind becomes our own 
truth. We can receive it all and accept everything. In 
this way we lose any separation and know the wisdom 
and compassion of no separation from other beings. 
This brand-new freshly awakened awareness, where 
there is no dualism, where there is a deep feeling of 
compassion and wisdom is the way of the Buddha, is 
the mind of awakening.

Just realize this place and we are liberated in society, 
all beings are liberated - each and every person. We 
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realize all of the beings in all of the three worlds are our 
children, all the places in these realms are my home. 
These are the words of the Buddha. This way of seeing 
viewing and honoring, gives life to this world, this all 
embracing great life energy and truth is how this has to 
be. 

Master Hakuin Zenji realized this all-embracing mind, 
he was “one in five hundred years”. Master Hakuin 
wrote this text called Yasen Kanna or ‘Night Boat’ from 
his own deep experience, from his deepest compassion. 
Many have declared that Hakuin Zenji was not a typical 
person in his studies, but was truly brilliant. If he was 
alive today his huge wisdom would be very clear. No 
matter how great our efforts, or how much wisdom we 
bring forth, it would be difficult to realize what Hakuin 
has manifested. Without resting for even one single day, 
working tirelessly for the liberation of all beings, not 
leaving out a single thing or regretting any bit of effort 
required, it is from this place that he left behind all of 
his excellent writings and expressions.

We find it almost impossible to imagine the wisdom 
of Hakuin. Today we fly in airplanes, drive cars, take 
trains, we can come and go so easily. But in Hakuin’s 
day they had only carts, horseback and travel by foot. 
Still Hakuin travelled far and wide to places such 
as Enkakuji, walking for days and days to cover the 
distances. Once there, hundreds or thousands of people 
would gather to attend of these great teachings, even 
in his own era his huge, great being was recognized. 
Wherever Hakuin Zenji taught many people were 
awakened in their deepest mind!

Today, this is recognized by so many people this 
actuality it has not been able to be deeply understood 
yet. Hakuin Zenji’s deep character anyone can see in the 
things that he created. Three hundred years have passed 
since his day and we can barely count his creations 
and deeds. Yet, they were not done for himself, or to 
sell for himself, rather every picture, every word was 
done to liberate one more person. So many people have 
been liberated by his words and his huge confidence. 
His work is full of deep essence, great confidence and 
each detail is of the highest quality. This immeasurable 
effort that he made, and his strong will, and his 
hugeness of being - these qualities can be naturally and 
spontaneously felt in his works. 

When Hakuin Zenji was living in Suruga, it was 
said that there were two things that could not be 
imitated anywhere, one was Mt. Fuji and one was 
Hakuin of Hara. Such was the high regard that people of 
his era had for him.

If we look at his autobiography we can see that in two 
different places, he referred to experiences that deeply 
moved and amazed him. He says that he jumped up 
and gave a big loud shout, his face twisted and ‘turned 

upside down’ - not a usual expression. His eyes glaring, 
so though he saw something that made him tremble; 
from behind his eyes came a great light. The sharpness 
of his gaze looked like a lion glaring at its’ prey, and 
from within he was sturdy and immovable. He would 
not have written this if it were not the actuality. He 
states that his hair pores and every hair even stood on 
end, and he was covered in goose bumps. Recording 
experiences such as these show his sensitive and strong 
feelings, truly a grand, a great person.

When Hakuin was eleven years old he went to a 
teaching at a temple where they taught that about 
hell. They taught that if you were evil, made mistakes 
and were unskillful, you would fall into hell. That hell 
was something very frightening, where terrible things 
happened, there were burning fires - how terrible and 
horrifying were these hells. When he heard about the 
various hells, where people would burn up and melt 
down, Hakuin Zenji  was very afraid and  trembled 
in such a way that his hair pores were said to turn 
somersaults.

This teaching was the source of his reason for becoming 
ordained. He was always going to the temple and 
listening to the teaching. Then he would go home 
and with his excellent memory tell his mother the 
entire teaching. With these deep feelings he received 
everything, every single thing he heard, he felt as if 
he’d been spoken to by an expert - he experienced every 
word this deeply.

And in this way we can feel the purity of mind of 
Hakuin. He was twenty-seven when he experienced his 
hair pores turning somersaults. He read a book in which 
it was written by Kasuga Myojin, was who had been 
told by Ujikami no Tenkai, that everyone who did not 
have the awakened heart of selflessness would fall into 
hell.No matter how hard you studied nor how much 
training you did, one who is not  training with a deep 
full vow will fall into the path of the devils. 

When Hakuin read this, he writes again that  his hair 
pores were turning somersaults and he was in great 
trepidation. It was this pure and open way that young 
Hakuin was, and in this way also he studied and read 
everything. He was certainly not one who was conceited 
about his studies and his practice.

If Hakuin had not met his teacher, Shoju Ronin, the 
Zen master from whom he was transmitted the Dharma 
teaching he would not have become the Hakuin Zenji 
he later became. At age twenty-four when Hakuin Zenji 
he had a great breakthrough experience at Eiganji in 
Takata , he was taught that actual path and led to its 
completion by Shoju Ronin. He with Shoju Ronin only 
a short eight months and if we look closely we see that 
he was never with him again.
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Here we have a deep insight into how Hakuin’s way 
of being. The hugeness of Shojun Ronin, and the 
actuality of his depth of  scholastic understanding, 
these were deeply respected by Hakuin Zenji. Yet 
Hakuin Zenji never saw him again. Shoju Rojin Zenji  
went into the deep mountains for his whole life and 
never again returned to society. Hakuin Zenji, for the 
rest of his whole life up until when he died never 
left his passionate work for all beings working right 
smack in the middle of society for everyday. In this 
way we can see the difference between Shoju Ronin’s 
deepest commitment in life and Hakuin Zenji’s deepest 
commitment in life. We can see very clearly how 
different that was for the two of them. 

If we were to express Hakuin zenji in one phrase it 
would be “Sentient Beings are numberless, I vow to 
liberate them.” This was also true for the Buddha, who 
never settled in one place, being without a home, at the 
banks of Kushinagara, under the Sala trees taught for 
the liberation of all beings to the end of this life. Hakuin 
Zenji, who never settled in one place, but until the very 
end of his life worked tirelessly leaving paintings and 
writings and calligraphy for the liberation of all beings. 

When Hakuin Zenji was 79 years old, he was getting 
old so he did not go out for teaching here and there 
so much anymore and wanted to slow down, and he 
stopped teaching and giving Dharma talks. His students 
assured him that everyone was happy just seeing his 
face and so he did not have to give talks and work so 
hard any more. He should just slow down and take it 
easy.

Then one morning he called everyone into the large 
room and told them that last night he had a dream. In 
it everyone was gathered, that he had been there, and 
Yuki no Setsuryo, as well as Master Gudo, and Taigan, 
and Shido Munan, and Shoju Ronin and Kogetsu and 
Joshun. The room was full of famous and great priests 
and he looked around and there were also all the old 
friends from training that had been training together 
with him in the monastery.

One of his training friends who was now old and had 
always been rather dull said,

“Still I cannot realize deep awakening completely, can 
someone tell me how to do that?  I want to ask your 
teaching on this.”

When he said this, Yuki no Setsuryo then said “there is 
only one thing to do for that there is only one fail proof 
way to do that.”

“Is there really? Please teach me?” In this way this 
person who  had trained with Hakuin spoke in the 
dream and asked this question.

“This two word solution is rarely ever taught to 
anyone.”

 But then the desperate priest said, “please don’t say it 
like that! Please, please teach me the secret. 

 Yuki no Setsuryo then answered him. “Well here it 
is then. It is just these two words,  “Straightforward 
bravery.” It has to be fierce like a wild animal and 
that has to have the deep vow of the life on the line 
Buddha. Just become this state of mind and this  deep 
determination.

They all agreed, “Yes! that’s it! Yes that’s it! That’s 
how it has to be or we can never complete something 
thoroughly! Everyone gathered there agreed, all the 
people who trained together also nodded and said, “Yes 
that is how it was! That it is how it is!!!”

And I looked at everybody’s face who was gathered 
there, and I realized they were all dead people.

And then I said,” I’m not joining you yet!” I cried that 
out! 

And then I woke up! This is the dream I saw last night, 
and from the moment I woke up, I feel completely 
better. Don’t worry, from tomorrow I am going to return 
to my usual way of working with good energy. And I 
can now continue working full force!

This was written in Hakuin’s own autobiography. For 
the next five years he kept working until he died at 84.

Hakuin Zenji was truly one who only appeared once in 
five hundred years it cannot be duplicated. In his era 
Hakuin said things very clearly. For all of us in our mind 
and in our body, we all have discrimination and we all 
have opinions which are different.

But, that true life energy which is living here, that true 
source of our mind, our Buddha nature is originally 
empty, is Mu.

That which is ‘not at all’, gets hot, gets cool, gets sad, 
gets happy - this is all it is. The source of all of that is 
nothing whatsoever. This place of ‘there is nothing 
at all’ is the same for everyone. All of our expressions 
and thoughts are different, but what is prior to that 
expression, what is prior to that judgement, what 
is prior to mental ideas, is zero. Zero is the same for 
everyone - it’s zero.

Our true nature is from the origin not one single thing. 
This is clearly said.

Here we must see the truth of our human nature, or 
we will be eternally making victims of people who 
appear weak. In this society where things should be 
equal, there are people who have plenty and people 
who have nothing to eat. The conflicts don’t end unless 
we see the truth of our nature. For truly liberating this 
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world, we have to be able to see and clarify that each 
person is completely equal. We have to express that 
understanding and have the honesty to bring that 
function to everything we do.

When Hakuin entered this path of the Buddha, he made 
a deep resolve. He carried his deep resolve all the way 
through knowing it is not our body, is not our position 
in the world, it is not our mental ideas, it is not our 
social knowledge, it is not our differences, it is not our 
judgments and mental ideas, rather it is the source from 
where all of that comes forth. 

All of the 5,048 volumes of the Buddhas sutras all of 
these came forth from the Buddhas compassion to 
liberate all beings. Asking that each and every human 
being would touch their deepest root nature. They 
are always pointing towards each persons clear mind. 
Helping each person to open their clearly seeing eye of 
kensho, this is what is called a finger pointing at the 
moon, not the truth itself.

Daruma Daishi travelled so far, all the way from India to 
China, teaching to see clear mind directly and become 
Buddha, pointing to the source prior to any ideas and 
dualism.

If we look at thoughts after they are happening, they 
all look different, but if we look at prior to the thinking 
coming forth, it is zero for everyone. There is no idea no 
personal sense, there everybody is equal.To make this 
clear we have the Buddha Dharma, teaching that true 
source of all beings nature prior to anything coming 
forth at all. The true source of all beings, their true 
substance, the root source, to realize that directly and 
definitely, without any discrimination or ideas about 
differences, separating from all of that, to see all of 
this clearly as equal in all beings is what the Buddha 
Dharma teaches. This cannot be described in words. Nor 
can it be spoken about with statements that it is like 
this, or it is like that. The more we speak it the further 
we go astray from the original source.

Each and every one of us has to realize that state of 
mind before any thoughts arise. 

Everyone and anyone can return to that true source. 
And here we have that actual direction telling us how to 
ultimately realize our deepest truth of mind.

It is here that we have the truth of the Buddha Dharma. 
Hakuin Zenji is teaching us to awaken to the state of 
mind and realize the great amazement and wonder. This 
is what he is writing about. Hakuin Zenji, his ripened 
deep awareness of a Zen beyond all delusions and 
confusion, he who got very sick and very ill experienced 
these words directly.
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January 

8-14 Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

16th Public Talk Basel Swiss 

17th Mini Sesshin Basel 
Swiss 

18th - 25th Osesshin 
Hokuozan Sogenji Germany 

26th Public Talk Hannover 
Germany 

February 

4th-10th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

17th -23rd Osesshin 
Tahoma Sogenji USA 

24th -26th Mini Sesshin 
Tahoma Sogenji USA 

March 

7th-13th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

April 

15th -21st Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan                          

May 

15th -21st Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

June 

4th -10th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

16th -18th Mini Sesshin 
One Drop Palermo Italy 

19th -20th Public talk in 
Budapest Hungary 

20th -27th Osesshin One 
Drop Budapest Hungary 

July 

4th -10th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

August 

19th -23rd Osesshin 
Indozan Sogenji India 

September 

6th -12th Osesshin Tahoma 
Sogenji USA 

15th -17th Mini Sesshin 
Tanden Zendo LA, USA 

24th -30th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan

October 

16th -22nd Osesshin 
Sogenji Japan 

November 

13th -19th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan 

December 

4th -10th Rohatsu Sogenji 
Japan 

14th -20th Osesshin Sogenji 
Japan


